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BIOLUMINESCENCE IN THE MARINE OSTRACOD
CYPRIDINA AMERICANA (MULLER, 1890)
OFF MANZANILLO, MEXICO
(MYODOCOPA: CYPRIDININAE)

David Lapota

Abstract.—A myodocopid ostracod, Cypridina americana (Miller, 1890), found
in coastal waters off Manzanillo, Mexico, was observed to be bioluminescent.
Collection of this ostracod extends the known geographic distribution of this little-
studied species and documents the only observation of bioluminescence in a
species of Cypridina found in Eastern Pacific coastal waters.

Marine ostracods create spectacular bioluminescent displays in the world’s
oceans (Haneda 1940; Harvey 1952; Turner 1965; Tett and Kelly 1973). Specifi-
cally, luminescence has been observed in five species of Vargula (Kornicker and
King 1965; Seliger and McElroy 1965; Shimomura ef al. 1969; Raymond and
DeVries 1976; Kornicker and Baker 1977; Morin and Bermingham 1980), one
species of Pyrocypris (Tett and Kelly 1973), 22 species of Conchoecia (Rudjakov
1967; Angel 1968), and two species of Cypridina (Haneda 1940, 1953; Tsuji et al.
1970).

During the Varifront III cruise (16 Nov to 16 Dec 1981) into the Gulf of Cali-
fornia, a third species of Cypridina was observed to be bioluminescent. The
details of this observation are reported herein.

A plankton net (35 um mesh, 1 m long) was towed at the sea surface from the
USNS DeSteiguer at approximately two knots for 15 minutes on 27 November,
1800 hrs (GMT 331, 0100 hrs) at 19°23.8’N, 105°18.9’W, one hour prior to sunset.
The sample was diluted with freshly filtered (0.45 um) seawater for isolation of
organisms and subsequent observation of bioluminescence. Only two ostracods,
both actively swimming, were found within the entire collection. After several
washings, each was placed into an individual vial. One of the two specimens, an
adult male, was identified as Cypridina americana (Miiller, 1890) by Dr. Louis
S. Kornicker and Anne C. Cohen of the Smithsonian Institution and is deposited
in the U.S. National Museum (USNM 159080).

Three hours following isolation of the ostracods, the vials were inadvertently
jarred and a point of blue light was immediately observed within each ostracod.
A second jarring of the vials produced an intense and persistent blue luminous
cloud from each. Within the clouds were points of light that persisted for at least
one minute. Subsequent jarring of the ostracods produced only brief and some-
times delayed flashes observable for only several seconds. The source of the
discharged luminous clouds from these ostracods was not investigated although
the mechanism for light production in the ostracod Vargula hilgendorfii (Miiller,
1890) has been well documented (Harvey 1916, 1952).

Miiller (1890) described Cypridina americana from specimens collected off the
west coast of Colombia and Ecuador at 5°N 82°W, 3°N 85°W, and 3°S 81°W.
Cypridina americana was reportedly found off Hawaii (Sharpe 1908) but Miiller
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(1912) identified the specimen as Cypridina sharpei. Other than Miiller’s (1890)
description of C. americana, no other reports were found in the literature (per-
sonal communication, L. S. Kornicker). Collection of this ostracod off Manzani-
llo, Mexico extends the known geographic distribution of this little studied species
and also documents the only observation of bioluminescence in a species of
Cypridina in Eastern Pacific coastal waters.
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